This article documents the changes that occurred in Portugal after the adoption of the new higher education quality assurance framework in 2007. The most obvious results of the new higher education evaluation and accreditation agency's actions can be observed primarily at the level of teaching-program provision. Accreditation activities resulted in a 40% reduction in the supply of the courses on offer between 2009 (Sin et al., 2016 . This reduction was felt mainly in private institutions, which confirms that substandard programmes were more common in the private sector. Another consequence was that institutions started to take a more formal and systematic approach to quality by implementing internal quality assurance systems. These systems were driven by a logic of accountability rather than by genuine self-reflection aiming to engage all those involved and which would have led to improvement. Therefore, it appears that most academics perceive internal quality assurance to have had negative effects on teaching and learning, mainly because of increased bureaucracy, while the positive effects are still perceived as being relatively modest.
INTRODUCTION
Quality assurance in higher education became very important in Europe with the implementation of the so-called Bologna Process, far-reaching higher education reform designed to both create the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) and to aid the convergence of national higher education systems in Europe. The "promotion of European cooperation with respect to quality assurance in order to develop comparable criteria and methodologies" was one of the six initial lines of action proposed by the Bologna Declaration (1999). It was understood as an "absolutely essential element in the construction of the European Higher Education Area" (Haug, 2003, p. 230) . European Standards and Guidelines (ESG) for Quality Assurance in the EHEA (Standards and
Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European
Higher Education Area, 2015) were developed as a reference point to guide the work of European institutions and quality assurance agencies in the implementation of quality assurance and accreditation policies (ENQA, 2005) . Portugal, in a similar way to many other European countries, used Bologna as a frame of reference for reforming its higher education system, and reorganised its quality assurance systems according to the ESG proposals.
Based on research carried out over the last four years (Cardoso et al., 2015a (Cardoso et al., , 2015b Sin et al., 2016; Tavares et al., 2016a Tavares et al., , 2016b , this article documents the changes that occurred in Portugal after the adoption of the new higher education quality assurance framework in 2007. First, we explain the context that determined the evolution of quality assurance in Portugal, paying special attention to the most recent developments, since 2007, in the quality system restructuring. Next, we analyse the main outcomes resulting from the activities of the accreditation quality assurance agency, from its creation, and look at the strengths and weaknesses of these internal quality assurance systems in relation to their implementation in Portuguese institutions.
Following on from this, we consider Portuguese academics' perceptions of teaching and learning improvements resulting from the implementation of these internal quality assurance systems. Finally, we present our conclusions regarding the changes that have occurred in Portugal so far, the impact of the new quality framework, and routes for future development in this area.
REFORMS RELATED TO QUALITY ASSURANCE IN PORTUGAL
To understand the evolution of quality assurance in Portugal, we must first briefly describe the transformations the Portuguese higher education system has undergone over the past four decades.
The system consists of public and private institutions, universities, and polytechnic colleges.
1 Although participation in higher education was low before the 1974 revolution and was a privilege of the elite (Amaral and Teixeira, 2000) , access to higher education grew enormously after the political and social changes brought about by that revolution. The speed of the higher education expansion-initially elite, then massive, and finally universal (Trow, 1974 )-especially between 1985 compared to other countries in Western Europe where participation grew more gradually (Neave and Amaral, 2012) . As a result, by the end of the 1990s, participation in higher education reached 50% in Portugal (Amaral and Magalhães, 2007) .
Growth in participation was sustained mainly through a substantial private sector expansion (from about 20,000 students in 1987 to almost 100,000 in 1995). The government stimulated this strategy because it allowed an increase in enrolments without 1 Currently, the public sector comprises 12 universities, an open university, and an independent ISCTE (Instituto
Superior de Trabajo y Ciencias Empresariales-Higher
Institute of Labour and Business Sciences) institute. There are also 15 polytechnic institutes and, in addition, some universities include some polytechnics as part of their structure. Most universities and public polytechnics were founded in the 1970s and 1980s. The private sector currently comprises about 80 institutions (including the Catholic University), most of which were created in the 1980s and 1990s to facilitate system expansion and access for the growing number of students.
Taking stock of changes in quality assurance in Portuguese higher education between 2007 and 2015 requiring the investment of public funds (Amaral and Teixeira, 2000) . But, little attention was paid to the quality of education during this expansion, a problem also observed in other contexts where the demand for higher education dramatically increased in a short period of time, for example in China (Cao and Li, 2014) , Eastern Europe (Galbraith, 2003) , and
Chile (Espinoza and González, 2013) . Given that the generation of profit is of the utmost importance for the private sector, institutions aimed to maximise enrolment by investing more in infrastructure than in teaching, learning, or staffing, which affected overall academic quality (Espinoza and González, 2013 , Cao and Li, 2014 , Sin et al., 2016 (Sin et al., 2016) . It should also be noted that the offer of cheap or popular education courses and the low level of research carried out at private Portuguese institutions (because these primarily focus on education) also contributed to discrediting the private sector (Teixeira and Amaral 2007; Teixeira, 2012) . Furthermore, lower entry grades are required for applicants who want to study at private institutions, and the association between the level of these students and the quality of institutions further damages the image of private institutions in society (Tavares, 2013) .
Portugal, like other countries (Cao and Li, 2014, Espinoza and González, 2013) , resorted to quality evaluation practices to try to resolve these problems.
In the 1990s, a system was established that entrusted institutions with guaranteeing their own quality, which was coordinated via their representative body, the Portuguese Universities Foundation. Initially, the system only covered public universities, but in the year 2000 it was extended to public polytechnics and the private sector, while it simultaneously began to operate under the Consejo Nacional para la Evaluación de la Educación Superior (CNAVES-the National
Council for the Evaluation of Higher Education).
Access to higher education had already massively increased because of the governmental policies prioritising it at the expense of the overall quality of the system (Amaral, 2008; Tavares et al., 2016a) .
However, the evaluation structure coordinated by CNAVES was unable to preserve the quality of education because no consequences were defined for poor evaluation outcomes. In other words, although many low-quality degree courses existed, no decisions were ever taken to close any of them. In addition, 
ACCREDITATION RESULTS
Given the poorly controlled growth in the supply of higher education programs in Portugal since the 1990s, teaching accreditation was the first step required to 'clean' the system of courses which did not meet the expected quality standards. In addition, after creating new teaching programs according to the Bologna process guidelines, accreditation was seen as a valid process for ensuring that curricular renewal was complying with legal requirements and thus, avoiding erosion of the quality of academic practices.
Institutions are now only authorised to offer existing or new courses which are accredited. As such, the Directorate-General for Higher Education, a body of the ministry which supervises higher education, receives information about A3ES's decisions and maintains a register of accredited programs. It is illegal to offer non-accredited programs and doing so is subject to penalisation by the Education Inspectorate.
This new quality evaluation system, whose role in the initial phase was mainly teaching-course accreditation, has had visible consequences. There have been significant improvements in the quality of teaching staff, although there is still considerable room for improvement (see Sin et al., 2016 (Sin et al., 2016) . In the academic year 2011/12, after this preliminary accreditation period, the agency began a 5-year periodic accreditation cycle, approving programs from specific disciplinary areas each year.
Because of accreditation commission visits in the first four years of this regular cycle, 190 programs were denied certification (representing little more than 8% of the total), while another 19.9% were withdrawn by the institutions themselves (Sin et al., 2016) . that the public sector obtained higher rates of preliminary accreditations. In contrast, the percentage of discontinued programs was higher in the private sector (28% compared to 17.9% in the public sector). The difference between the sectors was even more noticeable for denied accreditations (2.3% in the public sector compared to 35.6% in the private sector). Therefore, these data suggest that quality deficiencies were more common in the more poorly controlled private sector.
There were no major differences between the universities and polytechnics regarding non-accredited and discontinued degree programs (Table 1 ). This suggests that the quality of the courses on offer was primarily determined by the sector type rather than the institution type and its respective mission.
Most of the preliminary accreditations were granted to master's degree programs ( were insufficient numbers of student enrolments.
At the same time, some 2,100 new programs were submitted for A3ES accreditation during the same period, of which, about 1,300 were accredited and started to operate. In July 2015, a total of around 4,500 degree-courses were on offer (Sin et al., 2016) . These data provide evidence that the Portuguese higher education system 'cleaning' process was a success. The voluntary withdrawal of a large number of programs suggests that higher-education institutions have become more aware of quality requirements.
Portugal is currently completing the first phase of its quality assurance program, which is dominated by teaching accreditation. Because A3ES has already started internal quality assurance system certification, the country has entered a second quality assurance phase which is more focused on promoting awareness of quality among institutions (for a description of the different phases in quality assurance evolution, see Jeliazkova and Westerhejiden, 2007) .
CERTIFICATION OF INTERNAL QUALITY ASSURANCE SYSTEMS
As mentioned above, reorganisation of the quality assurance system in Portugal was based on the guidelines formulated by the Bologna process. For example, when it defined its procedures, A3ES consulted the ESGs. proposed by A3ES (Cardoso et al., 2015a) . Therefore, despite the Agency's insistence that its references to quality assurance are not prescriptive, they clearly still determine institutional behaviour; this is likely because institutions are aiming to limit their risks, and perhaps also because they lack a tradition of dealing with quality in a formal way and they may have limited capacities to innovate in this sense.
A qualitative analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of the implementation of internal quality assurance systems was recently carried out based on internal and external evaluation reports (Tavares et al., 2016a) . This research assessed whether these strengths and weaknesses were associated with procedural and structural issues or if they were associated with cultural changes manifesting themselves as values and attitudes. Because A3ES wanted to promote a culture of improvement when it introduced its systems for certifying internal
Taking stock of changes in quality assurance in Portuguese higher education between 2007 and 2015 quality assurance, this research sought to ascertain whether institutions were committed to continuous improvement rather than only accountability itself.
The work also aimed to understand the culture(s) of quality at the institutions it analysed.
The strengths and weaknesses identified were mainly associated with the organisation of quality assurance and information management systems, that is, with formal structures and procedures rather than with quality in a transformational sense (Harvey and Newton, 2007) . In other words, aspects such as the professional development of teachers or the participation of those who might be implicated or involved in quality assurance, received less attention than formal aspects, suggesting that procedures were prioritised over improvements themselves. It seems that institutions' motivation to implement internal quality systems and request their certification was mainly determined by their desire to avoid complex accreditation processes in the future. While A3ES intended to encourage improvement, it appears that accountability has remained a more pressing concern.
The institutions analysed seem to have quality cultures that vary between reactive and responsive (Harvey and Stensaker, 2008) . A reactive culture is characterised by being strongly influenced by external rules and is motivated by compliance and accountability imposed by and built around external factors. This raises doubts about the possible positive results of the quality evaluations it performs. In a reactive culture, there is little or no sense of individual responsibility for quality because it is delegated to a specific unit (quality office).
For academics, it amounts to a compliance exercise.
The intensity of external quality rules is also strong in responsive cultures. Although external imperatives are important motivations for these institutions, they also take advantage of this opportunity to plan internal improvement programs looking towards the future, but without losing sight of accountability and compliance. 
PERCEPTIONS OF HOW QUALITY ASSURANCE REFORMS HAVE IMPROVED TEACHING AND LEARNING
The extensive quality assurance reforms in higher education, which has hitherto manifested itself in the processes of teaching accreditation and the implementation of internal quality assurance systems,
has not yet had the desired impact in terms of improvements in teaching and learning.
A survey of teachers working in Portuguese higher education institutions found that the main impact of implementing internal quality assurance systems is a greater demand for them to dedicate time to non-academic tasks which, in fact, is detrimental to teaching and learning (Tavares et al., 2016b) . This bureaucracy has been consensually identified in the literature as an unwanted side effect of quality assurance which diverts academics' time and energy away from teaching and research (Cartwright, 2007; Newton, 2002; Harvey and Newton, 2007) . However, academics did acknowledge that internal quality assurance has contributed to a greater awareness of the problems related to teaching quality, as confirmed by some previous studies (Brennan and Shah, 2000, Baldwin, 1997) , showing that this guarantee translates into greater attention to teaching.
On a less positive note, to date, this increased awareness does not seem to have led to real appreciable improvements or to a wider platform for innovation and experimentation in teaching and learning. A previously identified weakness (Cardoso et al., 2015a) was the near non-existence of pedagogical training in institutions, a situation which academics report has not improved after the implementation of internal quality assurance systems; this could at least partly explain the lack of tangible or visible results in teaching and learning practices. In fact, pedagogical training is the only issue related to teaching and learning that academics clearly feel has not improved. In other words, internal guarantees of quality have not led to improved pedagogical teacher training. In the context of the recent emphasis on teachers' pedagogical development in European higher education policies (Sin, 2015) , This impact represents a poorly researched area (Harvey and Williams, 2010 ) that has generated diverse results.
In this context, this paper provides useful empirical evidence about Portuguese academics' perception of these changes. The results suggest that there are a number of relevant topics that could be considered by higher education institutions to achieve their pedagogical improvement objectives; these include streamlining administrative processes and procedures to avoid overloading academics, investing in pedagogical training, formally or informally involving teachers in quality assurance to increase their commitment to quality (Horsburgh, 1998) , and using the information collected to improve teaching and learning.
CONCLUSION
Transformations in higher education policy at the European level, stimulated mainly by the Bologna process, are also reflected in Portugal's reorganisation of its quality assurance system from 2007 onwards.
The most visible change, and the one that has had the greatest impact on higher education institutions, was the creation of A3ES. The most evident results from this Agency's operations can be observed in the range and types of degree courses now on offer. Its accreditation activities led to a 40% reduction in the original range of available teaching programs, a reduction which was mainly felt in private institutions, confirming that substandard teaching was more common in this sector (Sin et al., 2016) .
Another consequence of the creation of A3ES was a change in the way institutions approach quality assurance. Institutions became engaged with a more
Taking stock of changes in quality assurance in Portuguese higher education between 2007 and 2015 formal and systematic approach to quality, a practice that was once relatively uncommon. Institutions were encouraged to establish their own internal quality assurance systems based on several non-prescriptive guidelines developed by the Agency. However, most of the institutions that have already implemented internal quality assurance systems replicated these systems without necessarily adapting them to their specific objectives and contexts, thus, establishing very similar formal structures to each other (Tavares et al., 2016a) .
In addition, implementation of these internal systems was driven by a logic of accountability and compliance with A3ES guidelines rather than by genuine internal reflection involving all the interested parties and which could lead to improvement (Tavares et al., 2016a ).
This reveals a unilateral and underdeveloped view of quality, probably explained at least in part, by the initial phase of the internal quality assurance system implementation in institutions. In fact, the main issues identified in relation to the implementation of these structures are associated not with values and attitudes towards quality, but rather, with formal and organisational structures and procedures. Therefore, academics seem to perceive the main effect of internal quality assurance on teaching and learning as being negative, because it entails an increase in bureaucracy, while the positive effects are still perceived as being rather modest.
On the one hand, this bureaucratic burden is the consequence of the way institutions have interpreted the implementation. But, on the other hand, it is also the result of a complex accreditation process which was required to eliminate sub-par teaching programs from the system (Tavares et al., 2016b) . In order to ease the burden of bureaucracy, quality assurance in
Portugal is moving towards a new phase-institutional accreditation. This aims to implement a more flexible evaluation regime which, for institutions that have proven themselves able to manage their own quality, may include the evaluation of only a sample of the educational courses on offer along with an annual monitoring process based on a set of predetermined indicators.
